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Note from the Director 
 
Greetings and welcome to the April edition of the VA’s Office of Tribal Government Relations newsletter.  We are 
pleased, as always, to share with our audience newsworthy items and updates about VA’s recent engagements with 
Indian Country along with upcoming announcements you might want to be aware of as we plan for the late 
spring/summer season that lies before us.   
 
During the month of April, in the Western Region, Tribal Government Relations Specialist, Terry Bentley, along 
with VA leadership and colleagues working in partnership with the Swinomish Tribe and the Washington State 
Department of Veterans Affairs, wrapped up a successful 2015 Veterans Summit.  Over 150 Veteran encounters 
were made during the two-day event, which included a diverse range of services from enrollment in VA healthcare 
to assistance from Veterans Service officers offering claims and other benefits assistance; the Tacoma Mobile Vet 
Center was on site to offer information about readjustment counseling, mental health services and PTSD 
counseling; representatives from the Department of Labor and the Social Security Administration were also on 
hand meeting with Veterans on site.  We want to thank all of the federal, tribal, state, non-profit and other partners 
who came together to make this a robust and informative event for our Veterans.  It was truly an “all hands on 
deck” collaboration to serve those who have served us.   
 
Terry also accompanied VA’s Advisory Committee on Minority Veterans during their site visit to Seattle which 
focused on how VA entities in Seattle (VA Puget Sound Healthcare System, VA Seattle Regional Office, Seattle Vet 
Center and Tahoma National Cemetery) focus on diversity when serving Veterans.  This week, she is in Reno, 
Nevada, supporting VA Assistant Secretary for Policy and Planning, Dr. Linda Schwartz, who is offering plenary 
remarks during the 2015 Tribal Self-Governance Consultation Conference.  During the conference, Dr. Schwartz, 
along with other VA leadership, IHS and Tribal colleagues will be serving on a panel entitled “Improving Access to 
Health Care for Our Veterans. “  We look forward to hearing the feedback from the conference sessions once Dr. 
Schwartz returns to Washington, D.C. 
 
In the Southwest, we were pleased that the VA and Mescalero Apache Tribe, located in Southern New Mexico, 
signed an MOU for the Native American Direct Loan (NADL).  To learn more about the event and the NADL 
program, click on the link below: http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/19257/mescalero-apache-tribes-agreement-
with-the-va-opens-doors.  The text of that article can also read below in this newsletter.  
 
Meanwhile, over in Arizona, on the Hopi Reservation, George Eisenbach, Director of VA’s National Cemetery Grant 
Program offered plenary remarks during the Annual Hopi Code Talker’s Recognition Day.  The event drew 
hundreds of attendees and participants ranging from tribal leadership to American Legion Post 80, Lori Piestewa 
Post, local school children and gracious families of the Hopi Code Talkers.  The event was broadcast on KUYI across 
the Hopi reservation which also reached Navajo land.  Director Eisenbach, accompanied by VA Tribal Government 
Relations Specialist, Homana Pawiki, was warmly received during the honoring event.  It is important to note that 
Director Eisenbach’s dedication to honoring and serving Veterans is a true calling; he is always available to meet 
with tribal leadership, either here in Washington, D.C. or across Indian Country, and learn more about how VA 
should be informed and aware of how to effectively collaborate with tribal governments in order to ensure 
Veterans have access to services and benefits they’ve earned.   I would like to also give special recognition to the 
Director of Hopi Veterans Services, Eugene “Geno” Talas for his leadership and dedication in organizing this ever-

http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/19257/mescalero-apache-tribes-agreement-with-the-va-opens-doors
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growing annual event.  What a remarkable way to honor the Hopi Code Talkers.  Thank you Geno for all you do 
every day for Veterans.   
 
Over in the Southern Plains Region, VA Tribal Government Relations Specialist, Mary Culley, kept very busy with 
intergovernmental meetings (meeting with the Oklahoma Secretary of State/Secretary of Indian Affairs, Oklahoma 
Department of Veterans Affairs and Oklahoma State Legislature – Native American Caucus), and supporting 
technical assistance communications with tribal health programs (and health boards) related to the 
Reimbursement Agreements VA has with tribal and Indian Health Service (IHS) programs.  Mary also traveled to 
Dallas, Texas to address service officer trainees attending the Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA).  The group 
was very engaged and asked Mary many questions about engagement with tribal communities.  We were pleased 
Mary was able to address this VSO which serves a special population of Veterans.   
 
On the horizon for me, I’m looking forward to offering remarks and participating, along with Peter Vicaire, at the 
Second Annual Lac Courte Oreilles Veterans Fair in Hayward, Wisconsin on June 4, 2015.  For more information 
about the fair, please contact Peter at Peter.Vicaire@va.gov.     
 
Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the VA Office of Tribal Government Relations team has been very 
active in identifying and confirming VA presenters to provide information on VA services and programs during the 
regional Health and Human Services Centers for Medicaid/Medicare (CMS) IHS, Tribal, Urban (ITU) trainings for 
health care managers and providers working in Indian Country.   This is an important collaborative effort between 
VA and CMS, serves as technical assistance and fosters relationship building and networking.  Our colleagues at 
CMS and tribal partners do an outstanding job or organizing and hosting these events each year.   
 
As always, if you have suggestions for content or improvements to our newsletter, don’t hesitate to let us know.  
Each member of our office sends the newsletter out to their respective mailing lists and it is also posted each 
month on the OTGR website: www.va.gov/tribalgovernment.   
 
I look forward to catching up with you during my travels.  Until then… 
 
Happy Reading, 

 
 
Stephanie 
 

 
                                   

mailto:Peter.Vicaire@va.gov
http://www.va.gov/tribalgovernment
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Mescalero Apache Tribe’s Agreement With VA 
Opens Doors 

  
Here’s an article by OTGR’s very own Stephanie Birdwell and which ran in VA’s 

official blog VAntange Point.  It can be accessed online HERE.    

 
 

 
Pictured in the feature image above: Michael J. Frueh, front left, Director of the Loan Guaranty 

Service for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), signs a Memorandum of Understanding 
between VA and the Mescalero Apache Tribe of the Mescalero Apache Reservation. President 

Danny H. Breuninger, Jr., front right, signed on behalf of the Tribe. The Memorandum allows VA to 
make loans directly to Veterans of this tribe living on tribal trust lands. The ceremony took place 

at Mescalero, New Mexico on April 14. Mescalero Apache Tribe Vice-President, Robert Gabe 
Aguilar, back left, and Kelton Starr, back right, Education and Veterans Director, watch as the 

signing takes place. Mr. Aguilar and Mr. Starr are both Veterans. 
 
“Home is a broad term evoking a variety of very personal and at times 
emotional responses. Our Veterans have defended our “home” through their 
service. Missing home makes us “home sick.” The thought of “home” can make 
us reflect on a range of settings, whether it be our country, state, town or tribe. 
Home is also the dwelling where we “hang our hat” at the end of the day (as the 
saying goes), it’s where we eat, rest, laugh, cry, raise our families and create 
memories. Home as a dwelling is often purchased with a mortgage product. For 
some, that home, has been just out of reach. 
 
Mescalero Apache tribal members have a rich and courageous legacy of service 
in the armed forces. Veterans from Mescalero live all across the United States, 
but many Mescalero Apache warriors return home to the 463,000 acre 

http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/19257/mescalero-apache-tribes-agreement-with-the-va-opens-doors/
http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/VA-MESCALERO-PHOTO.jpeg
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Mescalero Apache Reservation nestled in the mountains of south central New 
Mexico, approximately 40 miles from Holloman Air Force Base and 120 miles 
from Ft. Bliss in El Paso, Texas. 
 
Veterans living away from their tribal home community of Mescalero who wish 
to achieve the dream of home ownership may be eligible for the conventional 
VA loan. However, what are the mortgage options available to Veterans who 
choose to return home to Mescalero, where the land is held in trust by the 
United States government, and individual Veterans don’t hold title to the land? 
The answer to this question has been years in the making. 
 
“… there was a Resolution set in place 10-01 for the late Dr. Carleton 
Naiche-Palmer administration, passed 8-0 for the VA Home Loans to be here 
on the Mescalero Apache Reservation. With the thought and feeling that 
this would mean more homes for Veterans here in Mescalero. It was passed 
and sent off to the [VA].” 

 
On April 14, 2015, tribal and VA officials came together to sign a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) between the Department of Veterans Affairs and the 
Mescalero Apache Tribe, which opens doors for VA to make home loans directly 
to Veterans living on trust lands located in Mescalero. The Native American 
Direct Loan (NADL) Program provides direct home loans from VA to eligible 
Native American Veterans to finance the purchase, construction or 
improvement of homes on Federal Trust Land, or to refinance a prior NADL 
loan to reduce the interest rate.  
 

 
 
The MOUs between the tribal government and the VA are a critical first step 
towards making VA NADL mortgages available to Veterans living in Indian 
Country. We are pleased with recent progress in establishing new NADL MOUs; 
most recently, MOUs between the VA and the Northern Ute Tribe (located in 
Utah) and the Prairie Band Potawatomi (located in Kansas) were signed last 
month, and plans are in the works to establish many more in the days ahead. 

http://www.va.gov/TRIBALGOVERNMENT/resources.asp
http://www.va.gov/TRIBALGOVERNMENT/resources.asp
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Among those on hand for the MOU signing were tribal leaders, including 
Mescalero Apache Tribal President Danny H. Breuninger and Vice President 
Robert Gabe Aguilar; federal officials Mike Frueh, director of the Veterans 
Benefits Administration Loan Guaranty Service and Andrew Welch, Director of 
New Mexico VA Health Care System; and state officials, including Secretary Jack 
R. Fox, New Mexico Department of Veterans Services. 
 
In addition to the ceremony, those on hand met with Veterans in the local 
community. Enrollment information about Veterans health care was provided 
and questions about a range of Veterans benefits were answered and 
addressed. Mescalero Apache Education and Veterans Director Kelton Starr 
took special care to ensure all Veterans (native and non-native) were 
encouraged and invited to participate in the outreach event. Nearly 9,000 
Veterans live in Otero County, where the majority of the Mescalero Apache 
Tribe is located. 
 
Veterans have earned access to a diverse set of benefits through their service 
and it is critical that awareness of these benefits as well as access to them is 
achieved through collaborative efforts. VA benefits and services reaching those 
Veterans brought in over $54 million to Otero County, which includes the tribal 
government as well as neighboring municipalities. Further, an ever-increasing 
number of tribal governments are establishing tribal Departments of Veterans 
Affairs, which is proving to be both a positive and proactive step forward for 
Veterans throughout Indian Country. 
 
There are many, many ways we can honor our Veterans. Intergovernmental 
engagement between tribal, federal and state partners encourages 
communicating and collaborating on agreements, as well as providing training 
and outreach events which can lead to improved Veteran quality of life and 
ultimately, benefit the entire community. These proactive and positive efforts 
are clearly paying off for Veterans living on the Mescalero Reservation and in 
neighboring communities.”  Click on the image below to watch VA’s Native 
American Direct Home Loan Youtube video [1:35].   

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxniFTPa2Ek
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RxniFTPa2Ek
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Society of American Indian Government 
Employees (SAIGE) ~ Veterans Program 

 
The Society of American Indian Government Employees (SAIGE) is a national 
501(c)(3) non-profit organization representing American Indian and Alaska 
Native (AI/AN) Federal, Tribal, State, and local government employees. SAIGE 
will hold its 12th Annual National Training Program (NTP) on June 15–18, 
2015, at the Treasure Island Resort and Casino in Welch, Minnesota. The 
SAIGE NTP qualifies as training in accordance with 5 U.S.C. Chapter 41 and is 
open to all Federal employees.  
 
The SAIGE NTP offers workshops for professional and personal development 
where attendees will learn about current issues, opportunities, and challenges 
facing AI/AN individuals. SAIGE will host a youth program to encourage college 
students to consider careers in Federal government. On June 18, there will be a 
no-cost Veterans’ Track program designed to help Veterans navigate the 
Federal benefits and employment systems.  
 
ODI will host a VA Forum on June 15, from 9 am to noon, designed to provide 
VA employees with information on professional development, VA’s AI/AN 
workforce demographics, and ODI workforce initiatives. Employees in the local 
commuting area are encouraged to attend the VA Forum, with supervisory 
approval. Attendees must follow appropriate conference attendance approval 
procedures established for their respective organizations. Register for the VA 
Forum through VA’s Talent Management System at 
https://www.tms.va.gov/learning/user/deeplink_redirect.jsp?linkId=SC
HEDULED_OFFERING_DETAILS&scheduleID=2687405. Funding associated 
with attending the VA Forum and/or the SAIGE NTP must be authorized by 
each employee’s organization. Employees who plan to attend the VA Forum 
and/or the SAIGE NTP must also pre-register through VA Attendance and Cost 
Estimation System.  

 
For the intranet link address or more information, contact Ms. Aurelia Waters, 

Diversity Specialist, ODI, at Aurelia.Waters@va.gov or (202) 461-4124. 
Additional conference information including registration costs, course 

descriptions, and schedules is available at http://www.saige.org. 
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VA Awards $456,850 Grant for Big Sandy 
Rancheria Tribal Veteran Cemetery 

 

 
 
.  
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VA Awards Crow Nation Over $1.2 Million Grant 
for Veterans Cemetery 

 
Here’s an article by Aja Goare which ran on KTVQ’s website and can be found HERE.    

 
CROW AGENCY - The internment ceremony for Native American veterans from 
the Crow Indian Reservation will no longer include a 75-mile stretch of 
highway.  The Department of Veterans Affairs awarded Montana's Crow Tribe 
more than $1.2 million earlier this month to establish the Apsaalooke Veterans 
Cemetery in Crow Agency.  Currently, the closest veteran's cemetery is in 
Laurel.  One goal of the National Cemetery Administration is to provide a burial 
option with 75 miles of all veterans, and administration officials said this new 
site will do that. 
 
The VA estimates that over the next 10 years, over 240 Crow Tribe veterans 
will die. That's about two dozen burials a year.  By developing a cemetery on 
the reservation, the internment ceremony will enable the practice of tribal 
customs and ceremonies, according to the Crow Veterans Affairs Office. 
 
“Native Americans serve in our nation's military at a higher rate than any other 
group, and we must continue to honor their sacrifice even after they're gone,” 
U.S. Sen. Jon Tester of Montana said in a press release. “This cemetery will be a 
monument to courageous men and women and their families, and the role they 
played in preserving our freedom and protecting the land we call home.” 
The tribal council has set aside 40 acres of land west of Crow Agency near BIA 
Highway 1 for the construction site.  The grant will pay for development of 
three acres of land and will include over 200 burial spots for Crow veterans and 
their families. 

 

This U.S. Dept. of Veterans Affairs program can provide qualifying tribes with 100% 
development costs in providing gravesites for Veterans in those areas where VA’s 
national cemeteries cannot fully satisfy their burial needs. Grants may be used to 
establish, expand or improve Veterans cemeteries. Tribes must put 10% of the amount 
of the grant they are seeking, which is then fully reimbursed upon awarding of the 
grant.  Operating and maintaining the cemetery will be solely done by the tribes’ 
funds.  Over the last three years, VA has granted over $20 million to six tribes in South 
Dakota, California, Arizona, and Oklahoma.  Next year, four additional grant proposals 
may exceed $5 million more for tribes in Montana, Oklahoma, California, and South 
Dakota.  For more information, here’s the Grants.gov webpage and here is the VA 
Veterans Cemetery Grant Program page 

http://www.ktvq.com/story/28935349/crow-indian-reservation-receives-12-million-grant-for-veterans-cemetery
http://www.grants.gov/web/grants/view-opportunity.html?oppId=258768
http://www.cem.va.gov/grants/
http://www.cem.va.gov/grants/
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Native American Veterans Internship 
Opportunity 
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VA/Tribal Health/IHS Reimbursement Program 
Reimburses $20.5 Million 

 
Tribal health clinics interested in entering into a Reimbursement Agreement 

with VA for serving veterans should send an initial note of interest to: 
tribal.agreements@va.gov 

                         

 
 

National Gathering of American Indian Veterans 
 

 

mailto:tribal.agreements@va.gov
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OTGR Western Region 
(AK; CA; ID; NV; OR; WA) 
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OTGR Southwest Region 
(AZ; CO; NM; UT) 
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OTGR Central Region 
(IA; MI; MN; MT; ND; NE; SD; WI; WY) 
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OTGR Southern Plains Region 
(KS; OK; TX )
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OTGR Eastern Region 
(AL; CT; FL; LA; MA; ME; MI; NC; NY; RI; SC; ) 

 

VA Health Team to Provide Information at Lumbee 
Spring Pow Wow 

 
Representatives from the Department of Veterans Affairs will be at the Lumbee Spring 
Pow Wow this weekend to connect with veterans to the health care system and 
services available to them.  The Fayetteville VA Medical Center Rural Health Outreach 
team will be at the Dance of the Spring Moon Lumbee Pow Wow to provide 
information on diabetes management, controlling hypertension and cholesterol levels, 
women's health care, mental health services and other specialized programs available 
to veterans. Participants will also be able to talk with an eligibility and enrollment 
specialist. Anyone who served in the military is invited to attend. Veterans are 
encouraged to bring a copy of their DD Form 214 and last year's financial information 
to expedite enrollment.  The Spring Pow Wow will be from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. on 
Saturday at the Southeastern North Carolina Agricultural Center, 1027 U.S. 74 West in 
Lumberton. For information about the Pow Wow, call 522-2134. For information 
about the Rural Health Outreach team, contact Sonja Oxendine at 488-2120, ext. 5630 

 


